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Forward
Wang Lin

Life has its own will in making twists and turns. Unexpected to the both of us
Zhang Nian and | have crossed paths again and again in our lives. This is what
the Chinese call yuan fen, a concept close to fate and destiny.

In 1989 China Avant-garde Exhibition took place in Beijing. One of my favorite
works from the exhibition was Hatching. | was particularly interested in the
paper plague hanging in front of the artist's chest, on which the artist declared,
"To avoid disturbing the next generation, no debate during hatching." At the
time | was criticizing the rationalism in the Avant-garde art and the power
struggle in the art world that resembled the peasant revolution. Years later |
found out that Zhang Nian was born in Si Chuan and went to the preparatory
school of Si Chuan Academy of Art, thus we were not only from the same
place but also the same school.

From then on | have continually seen Zhang Nian’s work. | am most impressed
with his Egg series. When Zhang Nian did Hatching perhaps he expected the
next generation would have not been like the noisy sparrows of 1985, he was
hoping to see the birth of hawks, falcons and phoenixes. To his disappoint-
ment the new generation was corrupted by the vulgarity and greed of society.
Zhang Nian lived among those who deny the concept of value or take what
was valueless as value, which inevitably aggravated him as he was expressing
a long waited hope in Hatching. In his performance ?Hatching, Zhang Nian
threw eggs at the wall to represent the brutal crush of his ideal. Although
disappointed with reality, he still carried the questions of an artist’s responsibility.
Since the heroes had long gone and there was no hope in inducing the birth of
his hope, Zhang Nian turned his eye to examine the reality of a consumer



society that China had become and what was devoured by the society. Next
came Sunny Side Up. The photos showed eggs laid in perfect sunny-side-up
form on the street, shining yellow yoke surrounded by the lucid egg white, its
luring beauty even suggested a tint of eroticism. Zhang Nian used the exag-
gerated image to challenge a society that gave in to sensual desire. This is
what made Zhang Nian stand out among artists born in the sixties. His work
always has an element of social critique. Driven by social consciousness Zhang
Nian is able to walk out of pure art for his concerns on social and cultural
issues such as urban development, history and art preservation, peasants’ life
and even the damage caused by SARS.

Zhang Nian is not an artist who lives for money and fame. His livelihood does
not depend on his art. He is a successful illustrator and book designer. Now to
think of it, he did the design for the series of The State of World Contemporary
Art that | published and wrote The Readymade and Art. Design is Zhang Nian's
profession, as for art, just like me writing critique, is an amateur activity. Being
an amateur he has more freedom than others. This is good for him and good
for the Chinese art community. China does not lack artists; she lacks artists
who have critical mind and who are free from other aspects of life so that they
are able to use their mind to the utmost extend. At this point | suddenly re-
membered a line from a poem by Su Dong Po, "the moon shines every night;
bamboo and pine grow everywhere; but there aren't many who have the free
time in hand like you and me."

Such is my introduction to Zhang Nian's book Gravity Lost

Mt. Peach Flower
Si Chuan Academy of Art
July 15, 2004
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Zhang Nian (Zhang Nianchao)

was born in Mian Yang, Si Chuan in 1964. In 1988 he graduated from the
former Central Academy of Arts and Design, now the School of Art of
Qing Hua University. From 1988 to 1990 he taught photography in the
School of Art of Shan Tao University. From 1990 he has worked as a free-
lance artist. Zhang Nian lives and works in Beijing. His works were done
in a variety of art forms including canvas, conceptual art, performance
art, installation, photography, digital video, and design. He had his first
solo show in 1986 in Beijing Concert Hall. In 1989 he participated in the
Grand Exhibition of Contemporary Art of China. His works have been cho-
sen to participate in the exhibition of Exchange: Chinese Contemporary
Art, Germany, 1990; ADC Visual Art Exhibition, New York, 1998; Dialogue:
Chinese Art Exhibition, Italy, 2002; Rome Biennale of Photography, Rome,
2003; The Sky Has No Defense, 2003; Water: 0.03%; and Together, hosted
by UNICEF, 2003. Zhang Nian has published a number of books including
China New Art: the Works of 23 Avant-Garde Artists (World Language
Publishing: 1999) and Art and Existing Objects (Hu Nan Fine Arts
Publishing: 2003)

www.zhangnian.org
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Gravity Lost
Zhang Nian

Once upon a time a frog jumped into a pot of boiling water by accident. In a split of a
second he jumped out right away. A few days later the frog jumped into the pot by
accident again. But this time the water on the stove was just starting to heat up. The
frog felt nice in the warm water, when he started feeling different it was already too
late. He died in the comfort of a hot bath.

Since when art started to exist for the "comfort"; since when art has changed from the
expression of artist's understanding of the world to market commaodity; since when art
has left its intellectual pursuit and heads toward the material gain; since when art
became a social decoration; since when art became the —— embodiment of power
and money; since when the foundation of individual existence was built on the sole
purpose of “service;” since when certain artist's absurdity became the loyalty for
authority; since when the relationship between artistic value and social value, the pub-
lic art and the esoteric, marketing and art, have obscenely mixed up; and all this have
been the result of yielding.

We are living in an age unprecedented in Chinese history. China is changing from a
country of man to a country of law, as the new orders are yet being formed and the old
orders haven't completely collapsed. In such transitional period inevitably some people
are taking advantages of it and some people are lost. The air is filled with noise, clamor,
suffering and -compromise. Those elements added together pointing us toward one
aim only, and that is money. In the crack of reality and ideal there exist millions of
peasants. They abandoned their cherished land and pored into crowded cities where
they are caged at the bottom of the city fortresses. What kind of education will their
children receive? What kind of social security do they have? How would they fulfill
their dreams and desires? What kind of rights do they have in the city? How would the
city repay them for their youth and labor? The peasants who have left their earth are
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not unaffected by modern technology. They are suffering from the loss of soul. Do
they must pay such a heavy price? In a strange land called city, they are facing both the
challenge of traditional morality and the ruthless competition of modern society, as
described in Chen Gui Li and Chun Tao's book, A Survey on Peasants in China, “We
have witnessed unimaginable poverty, evil, suffering, silence and struggle.”

| cannot pretend to be blind before the changes of the past twenty years. Video as my
first choice has carried out what | want yet hard to say. | try to console myself that at
least the scenes in the camera lens tell the truth. Behind similar faces there must be
different stories and behind different faces similar stories. They are like the twisted
faces in the mirror, through which we view the society. And | am deeply moved by
these twisted faces. | often ask myself, before all this, should | neglect, be indifferent,
or should | use my artic right to deal with it? | am not sure whether | am endowed with
such rights, but they do exist in my heart.

According to Bo Wei, “When the condition becomes unsuitable to the existence of a
society or a people, the spiritual light will disappear.” This is another reason that makes
me feel the loss of gravity. We grew up as the progeny of communism, and yet the
communist belief was crashed by the market economy before our eyes. We lived
through the time when the ideal society of “to each according to his needs and from
each according to his ability” walked into its own grave. We were baptized in the
Cultural Revolution. Our education was cut off from the connation with our inherited
culture. We are like the undernourished orphan left out there on our own.

Living with the societal belief that time is money, spirituality becomes irrelevant. Un-
der the maneuver of such doctrine we lost our freedom in the imaginative and spiritual
world. The only possibility left to artists is to observe a world that is evolving, that
exists in between the real and the hypothetical, that is prosperous and yet in decline,
that has both native and imported cultures, and that exists between life and death.
With what language will artists distinguish the good from evil? How will artists detect
the germs in the air? Will we be able to retrieve our lost language? How should the
creature that is called "artist" think? And how to contemplate on the cause for the
formation of absurdity and a world that is utterly different from the real and yet already
buried under the hypothesis of another utopia. We are guided by unclear spirit in search
of unclear art. The result is like a mute person giving off voice, using an unreal voice to
sing about a real world.

“In a free country the level of people's thinking ability is unimportant, so long as they
think.” Says —————Montesquieu. If we still possess our faculty to think, it means we
are still living in a free country. | often ask myself, what went wrong in our thinking. We
are like the lost lamb that cannot find our spiritual home.
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A friend who shared my
happy times in Yuan
Ming Yuan art colony
lived in Europe for more
than a decade. When he
came back to visit | asked
him about how he was
enlightened by true art in
Europe. “What art?” He
said, "Art is not anything.
" How could he become
so disillusioned? That
was the whole purpose
for him to move to
Europe.

In the 1980s we believed
that art could save the
human soul. How could
my friend now perceive

art as valueless? Per-
haps art has already
come to an end in the
West. Perhaps artists have already done their jobs, from the Renaissance to the colo-
nization of the Industrial Revolution, from the WWII to Cold War and to economic
globalization, what's there left? The absolute art and artists no longer exist. The reason
why art has become nothing and yet everything is like the necessity of air. Anywhere
under 2,000 meters above sea level air is unnoticed, but on top of Mt. Everest air is
treasure. From this | realized that the value of art only exits where art is needed, and
artists are mere oxygen suppliers. On the other hand if the air is super abundant art
might find a reason to be ordinary. It might concentrate on market profit. When art
evaporates in the air, naturally it becomes nothing. That's why it is laughable today to
discuss whether performance art is art, for art is already not anything.

There is such contradiction in our society. Although we talk about national pride, our
action indicates otherwise. There are two standards in assessing art; one is national,
and the other international. We forgot one basic question, which is, what an art lan-
guage is in this new age; in other words, it is to say what can be defined as artistic.
What does my art express? | did not know before | start working, but | must think of



